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Ferrara: Tampa’s Centro Asturiano Cemetery

TAMPA’S CENTRO ASTURIANO CEMETERY
by Gregory P. Ferrara
Located on the southwest corner of Ola Street and Indiana Avenue in Tampa, Florida, the
Centro Asturiano Cemetery is the older of two burial grounds established by one of Tampa’s
early Spanish social clubs, El Centro Asturiano. The club, founded in 1902, catered to Latin
males, most of whom were immigrant workers in Ybor City’s cigar factories. Members paid a
monthly fee for health insurance, use of club facilities, and guaranteed burial.
Created in 1909, the cemetery was used continuously until the 1940s. In 1946, a new burial site
– Centro Asturiano Memorial Park – was established near 56th Street and Martin Luther King
Boulevard. After the creation of the new cemetery, burial in the older cemetery slowed, and
eventually halted in the 1960s. The original Centro Asturiano Cemetery remains a visible
manifestation of the values, lifestyles, and ethnic distinctions among Ybor City’s immigrant
residents.
Tampa’s rapid growth at the end of the nineteenth century was clearly fostered by the founding
of Ybor City and the arrival of Latin immigrants. In 1880, Tampa was little more than a sleepy
fishing village, with a population of approximately 720 people. In just ten years, the population
grew to 5,532. The astounding 768 percent increase resulted primarily from the influx of
Spaniards and Cubans to work in the cigar industry founded by Vicente Martínez Ybor and
Ignacio Haya. These Spanish-born cigar manufacturers had moved their operations from Cuba to
the United States to escape political turmoil in the Spanish possession. Martínez Ybor had
established himself in Key West and Haya in New York City, but in the mid-1880s both were
primed for relocation. Martínez Ybor, the principal owner of a cigar factory in Key West, was
embroiled in a bitter labor dispute with cigar workers. Haya, a co-owner of one of the largest
cigar factories in New York City, was scouting for a more appropriate location to avoid the
difficulties associated with manufacturing cigars in New York during the winter months. In
1885, Martínez Ybor and Haya purchased tracts of land northeast of Tampa, and Ybor City was
born as a separate town, although it was soon incorporated into Tampa.1
With the exception of a few dozen Spanish immigrants from New York and Havana, the first
inhabitants of Ybor City were primarily Cubans, and anti-Spanish sentiment ran high. In addition
to their ethnic identification with the hated imperial country of Spain, the Spaniards owned the
factories and commanded supervisory positions in the cigar industry while the Cubans generally
held the lower economic positions. Anti-Spanish sentiment among Cubans was exacerbated by
anti-immigrant prejudice from native-born Anglos in Tampa.2
Under these pressures, early Spanish immigrants in Tampa tended to overlook differences
among themselves. In addition to important class distinctions between factory owners and their
employees, Spaniards harbored conflicting regional loyalties to their native provinces of Galicia
and Asturias. These two areas in the north of Spain provided the bulk of Spanish immigrants to
the New World, and like peasants in many countries, Gallegos and Asturians defined themselves
in terms of regional customs and behaviors that they often considered more important than their
common Spanish heritage. However, in Tampa at the end of the 19th century, Spanish
immigrants temporarily suppressed these regional differences in the face of anti-Spanish
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sentiments among local Cubans and Anglos. In response, the Spaniards organized a mutual aid
club, called El Centro Español, in 1891. The Centro Español was modeled after similar voluntary
associations found in Spain and Cuba. Between the 1890s and 1930s, ninety percent of Ybor
City’s first-and second-generation Latin men belonged to a mutual aid society. In addition to the
Centro Español, the local clubs included Circulo Cubano, La Union Martí-Maceo and L’Unione
Italiana.3 In the words of one historian, these clubs represented “collective means of reconciling
individual/family concerns with those of the ethnic group and confronting the stark realities of
urban life.”4
The “stark realities” included numerous health problems that besieged Ybor City residents
during the early years. Unsanitary health conditions led to epidemics of yellow fever, malaria,
typhoid, and dengue fever. Poor hygienic precautions and the warm, moist environment of the
factories led to outbreaks of tuberculosis that continued well into the twentieth century. 5
At the turn of the century, the Centro Español offered benefits to members and their families in
the event of injury or death, but it provided no health services. A growing number of Asturian
members urged the club to broaden its benefits to include medical support. Many of the
Asturians were young, single males, for whom sickness often meant being bed-ridden without
the funds or family to provide medical treatment. When Asturians proposed that the Centro
Español construct a private hospital, the Galician leadership deemed the request “inadvisable”
due to the economic condition of the club.6
As a result, a large faction of dissident Spaniards seceded from the Centro Español and formed
El Centro Asturiano in 1902. Initially a North American auxiliary of Cuba’s Centro Asturiano de
Havana, which had 10,000 members, the Centro Asturiano of Tampa began with 546 members
and evolved into the most stable, well-financed club in Ybor City. By 1907, its ranks had swelled
to 3,030 members, mostly workers in the cigar factories. A modern clubhouse was constructed
on the corner of Palm and Nebraska avenues in 1909, only to be destroyed by fire in 1912. The
club members, not easily discouraged, financed a more ambitious clubhouse at the staggering
cost of $110,000. Dedicated on May 15, 1914, the clubhouse was described as the most beautiful
building in the South. Although the clubhouse served primarily the recreational needs of its
members, it also provided educational facilities. In addition to an elaborate 1,200-seat theater, a
cantina, and a ballroom, the Centro Asturiano contained classrooms and a well-stocked library.7
Perhaps most important, the Centro Asturiano was conceived to provide quality medical care
for members. Dues of $2.50 per month guaranteed both social and medical benefits. Immediately
after its creation, the Centro Asturiano, began an ambitious effort to establish medical services
for its members. In 1903, the club leased the Orange Hotel on Tampa Street and converted it into
a temporary hospital. With membership climbing, construction began on a modern hospital on
the corner of Jackson (now Euclid) and Ola streets. This new sanatorio was completed in April
1905 and may have been the first such hospital constructed by an immigrant group in the United
States. The complex ranked among the newest and best equipped in Florida.8
The society also designated special funds for the convalescence of tuberculosis patients, a
disease common among cigarmakers. A branch of Centro Asturiano called “Agrupacion de
Embarques,” raised money to send members to Spain, Cuba or Colorado for recuperation.

https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol18/iss2/7

2

Ferrara: Tampa’s Centro Asturiano Cemetery

The Centro Asturiano clubhouse still stands on Nebraska Avenue in Ybor City.
Photograph courtesy of USF Special Collections.

However, because tuberculosis was a chronic and eventually fatal disease, suicides among
tuberculosis patients were common. At that time, the act of suicide did not have the social stigma
that it does today. In some cases, it was even considered honorable. Patients sought to protect
their family or friends from financial devastation.9
Until the 1960s, women were prohibited from joining the Centro Asturiano. A women’s
auxiliary did exist, but only to serve the male members. Nevertheless, beginning in 1929, wives
and daughters of male members were permitted access to medical and welfare aid through a
department called Beneficencia Asturiana.10
Following World War I, in a move marking Latin cooperation and interdependence, the Centro
Asturiano and Centro Español permitted Cubans and Italians to join their medical programs. By
1928, collective efforts allowed the Centro Asturiano to modernize facilities, and a new
$175,000 facility was dedicated. Medical privileges derived from Ybor City’s mutual aid
societies facilitated their continued cohesiveness and strength.11
Peak enrollment in Centro Asturiano reached as high as 7,000 members during the 1930s and
1940s. Even as late as the 1970s, the club still retained approximately 4,500 members. In 1993
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the club had approximately 300 members. Although the Centro Asturiano Hospital closed in
1990, medical benefits are still offered.12
In addition to various social and medical services, the Centro Asturiano also offered a burial
plot for members and their immediate family. Burial constituted quite a desirable benefit to the
solteros (bachelors), who came to Tampa without any family. Many solteros were teenagers,
who lived in boarding houses and worked in the cigar factories. Concerned about the
uncertainties facing them, immigrants feared the thought of dying anonymously in a strange
land: Furthermore, the Centro Asturiano provided a means of preserving Latin burial traditions
that contrasted in some ways from those of Anglo Americans.13
Prior to the nineteenth century, Americans were commonly interred in church graveyards, a
tradition brought from Europe. These graveyards often were neglected and overcrowded. As
industrialization brought large populations into densely settled urban clusters, the pressures on
church graveyards increased, as did the demand for burial ground. Moreover, Americans came to
regard cemeteries as esthetically offensive and even as a health hazard for the living.14
Population pressures and changing attitudes led to the development of the planned cemetery
that was usually non-denominational and located in a suburban or rural area. Dating from the
early nineteenth century, so-called “garden” cemeteries offered people the opportunity to
purchase plots and create family sections. This, in turn, permitted families to commemorate the
departed with personalized monuments and landscaping, ranging from flowers to trees, for which
the old church graveyard had no space.15
The early twentieth century saw another radical change in cemetery design with the creation of
memorial parks. As professional cemetery management began to undermine sentimental visions
of the afterlife, Americans distanced themselves from the reality of death by relying on others to
tend the dying, care for the dead, and maintain the burial grounds. Designed for easy
maintenance, especially lawn mowing, memorial parks forbade monuments and required simple
memorial plaques that were flush with the ground. Such strict controls were for the convenience
of memorial park managers, but they were widely accepted by increasingly transient Americans
who visited cemeteries less often and who viewed monuments as a needless expense.16
Immigrants and their children, however, clung to nineteenth-century practices that placed great
importance on respect for the dead. “Immigrant groups in the United States revealed an attitude
toward the importance of a proper funeral and a respectable burial,” according to two scholars.
“Thus, families who counted every coin nevertheless made whatever sacrifice necessary to join a
local burial society.”17
In Tampa, the mutual aid societies like the Centro Asturiano served this function. Centro
Asturiano leaders selected Tampa Heights for the society’s first cemetery because of its
proximity to the club’s hospital and adjacent cemeteries. In addition, Tampa Heights was the
city’s first prominent residential suburb, and it had sufficient space for a “garden” cemetery.
Although its residents were primarily Anglo-Protestants, Tampa Heights also attracted many
wealthier Latins. For example, cigar manufacturer Facundo Arguelles’ home at 400 East Palm
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The original Centro Asturiano Cemetery as it looks today.

served as headquarters for Juan Pumariega, a Cuban dignitary who visited Tampa to
commemorate the opening of the Centro Asturiano Cemetery in 1909.18
Despite its apparent silence, the Centro Asturiano Cemetery speaks clearly about the beliefs
and traditions of the people buried there. Few headstones have elaborate epitaphs. Most of the
epitaphs are commemorations from immediate family or friends. For example, “Recuerdo de su
esposa” (Remembered by your wife) is typical of the secular nature of the epitaphs. The scarcity
of religious epitaphs and icons in the Centro Asturiano Cemetery reflects the contempt that many
Ybor City immigrants had towards the Catholic Church during the early part of the century. The
impoverished Spanish felt ignored by he church, and this exacerbated their iconoclastic
sentiment. Furthermore, many members of Centro Asturiano were also members of fraternal
orders. Gravestones bearing insignias and inscriptions from the Loyal Knights of America, the
Masons, Knights of the Light, and Woodmen of the World proliferate throughout the cemetery.
The Catholic Church’s long-standing opposition to these secret orders undoubtedly contributed
to their popularity among Centro Asturiano members.19
The gravemarkers in the Centro Asturiano Cemetery exhibit a wide range of characteristics.
Their diversity is reflective of time and economic status. Although the Centro Asturiano paid for
a member’s burial and plot, the benefits did not include the headstone. These arrangements were
usually made by either family members or friends. Since many members were cigarworkers,
funds were often lacking, but a few members did have enough money for elaborate, costly
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gravemarkers. However, gravemarkers did not necessarily have to be expensive to be fancy. This
is evidenced by the inlaid mosaic tile graves found throughout the cemetery. The cost of
imported marble or granite headstones was beyond the financial grasp of many members, but a
cheaper and more appropriate alternative was to employ a local Italian tile worker to construct
the gravemarker.
Almost all the marked graves in the cemetery have baked enamel or porcelain photographs
mounted on the gravestones. This was a custom practiced by Tampa’s Latin immigrants – a
tradition brought from their native countries. Originating in France in 1855, the practice became
common in the United States by 1890. Funerary portraits obscure the memory of death and
personalize the monument, adding individualistic and human qualities to the tombstone that
many modern cemeteries lack. Most of the photographs in the Centro Asturiano Cemetery have
retained excellent quality, attesting to their durability. Some cemeteries do not allow porcelain
photographs due to their susceptibility to vandalism and breakage. Most of the photographs in
the cemetery were shipped to Italy for the baking and enameling process. Many Latin families in
Tampa still use inset photographs on tombstones.20
The Centro Asturiano Cemetery today contains over 800 graves, at least 500 of which are
marked. Some gravemarkers indicate more than one occupant to a plot. Spouses or family
members were buried either in the same plot or sometimes in an entirely different location in the
cemetery. Evidence from cemetery records also points to a number of unmarked gravesites,
many of which are in the children’s burial area. The absence of family plots and the existence of
unmarked graves could be attributed to the low economic status of some Centro Asturiano
members. Many of the headstones and graves have been vandalized. The chain link fence
surrounding the original wall was erected in the 1970s in an attempt to reduce vandalism. The
entrance to the cemetery originally touted iron gates and an archway, but both were removed in
the early 1980s after the fence installation. The graves from the entrance to the altar in the center
lie in organized, alpha-numeric sections, while graves in the rear half apparently lack
organization. The reason for this is not clear, but one possible explanation is that as club
membership grew, plans to partition the rear half were delayed by administrative changes.
Another peculiarity is the lack of any pattern in the location of graves according to death dates.
For example, it is common to see an old grave next to a newer one. Some remains have been
transferred to the Centro Asturiano Memorial Park or elsewhere, while others continued to be
interred after the memorial park had been established. Some graves were also moved within the
cemetery itself.21
Individual burial sites at the Centro Asturiano Cemetery reflect both larger customs among
Tampa’s Spanish immigrants and highly personalized touches. The following is a sample of what
the cemetery reveals about individuals buried there.
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The gravemarker of Estela and Antonio
Prado.

Antonio Prado.

Antonio Prado, who died on March 29, 1904, at age forty-one, was the first president and a
founding member of the Centro Asturiano. He died prior to the establishment of the cemetery
and his body was exhumed from another cemetery and moved to its present location shortly after
the cemetery was established in 1909. Prado was instrumental in lobbying the Havana chapter
for greater autonomy in Ybor City and securing funds for the construction of the club’s first
hospital.
Estela, the daughter of Antonio Prado, died on June 5, 1925, at the age of twenty-one. Their
gravestone typifies one of the cemetery’s burial patterns with more than one person within a
single plot and another family member buried elsewhere. However, the stone's large cross is
atypical of most headstones in the cemetery, which rarely display religious icons. The epitaph
translates “To my unforgettable husband and daughter!”
Although otherwise unremarkable, the extensively damaged double gravestone of Gloria
Garcia (1894-1921) and Maria Sanchez (1903-1930) has an ironic anecdote associated with its
inception. Gloria Garcia and Maria Sanchez were sisters who both died at the age of
twenty-seven. Gloria died from complications during childbirth. Maria died from complications
associated with a tooth extraction. Severely burned as a child when her clothing caught fire, she
was left disfigured and lame.
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The heavily damaged grave of Gloria Garcia
and Maria Sanchez.

Gloria Garcia’s daughter, Gloria, poses next
to her mother’s newly constructed
gravestone in 1930.

Gloria and Maria’s parents owned land in Spain, on which they lived. Their father frequently
traveled to and from Cuba on business. On one particular night, their mother requested her
husband to obtain some apples as part of their meal. He climbed a ladder, and while picking the
apples, fell to his death. Subsequent to their father’s death, their mother decided to come to the
United States, but she died one day before embarking. The property was then entrusted to the
father-in-law. He was given power of attorney to sell the property and was to use the money to
start a business in Spain.
However, when Gloria and Maria died, the family demanded $500 for the immediate purchase
of an elaborate tombstone. They wanted the father-in-law to use the money from the liquidated
property to pay for the monument. The father-in-law bitterly objected to the proposal, disputing
the urgency issue. However, he reluctantly conceded and shortly thereafter died of a stroke.22
Probably one of the best preserved tile graves in the cemetery, the final resting place of
Generosa Salas (1903-1928) is an excellent example of ethnic cemetery folk art. Most of the tile
graves in the cemetery were constructed by one man, Francesco Constantino, an Italian
immigrant and president of Constantino Monument Company, whose company supplied and
engraved many of the gravestones in the cemetery. Specializing in tile work, Constantino
constructed many of the tile sidewalks in Ybor City, but the majority of his work has been
covered over. The use of geometric patterns was common among tile workers. Strikingly evident
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The grave of Generosa Sales.

The grave of Maria Mangovi.

on the grave of Generosa Salas is the circular mosaic design on the vault cover. This design
represents a decorative wreath, typically associated with commemorating the dead. Wreaths were
also often displayed on doors in Spanish homes and businesses to memorialize the dead.23
As the Centro Asturiano grew, its health benefits enticed members from other social clubs,
including L’Unione Italiana, the Italian Club. Maria Mungiovi, who died on November 7, 1930,
at the age of twenty-five, is one of several Italians buried in the rear of the cemetery. Italian
graves can usually be recognized by use of Italian words, as opposed to Spanish. The monument
for Maria Mungiovi includes both a photograph and the simple words “Madre e Figh” (mother
and daughter).
Italians had a cherished set of rituals governing the funeral. The corpse was viewed at a private
home, often laid out on a bed of ice to prevent rapid decomposition in the Florida heat. Hundreds
of participants would march in the procession, pausing for a final tribute in front of the
deceased’s home. A brass band accompanied the concourse of mourners. As the procession traveled through the city, merchants would close their doors, a gesture of respect and superstition.24
Extensively damaged, the grave of Pepito Arduengo (1917-1924) is near a cluster of children’s
graves, notably present in the northwest quadrant of the cemetery. At least 100 children are
buried in this area, their deaths dating from 1909 through 1931. Most of the children fell victim
to illnesses, such as cholera, measles, meningitis, bronchitis, and pneumonia. Pepito Arduento
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The gravemarker of Pepito Arduengo.

Pepeto Arduengo.

died of meningitis at the age of six. “Pepito” (Little Joe) is an affectionate rendering of the name
Pepe (Joe).25
Although the reason is unclear, it is evident that children’s graves were intended to be
separated from those of adults. Gravemarker dates indicate that the adult burials filled the
cemetery from front to rear, and the burial of children began in the rear of the cemetery and
moved towards the entrance. There are also a number of unmarked children’s graves. As the
cemetery filled, some adult burials were interspersed within the children's burial area, in some
cases over existing unmarked graves.
Many of the motifs and sculptures found on the children’s gravestones are not typical of
twentieth-century gravestone art. The winged cherub engraved on Pepito Arduengo’s monument,
which represented the deceased’s immortal soul, was a popular motif during the late eighteenth
century. Other carvings characteristic of Victorian cemetery art can be found throughout the
children’s burial area. Resting lambs adorn many other children’s gravestones. Lambs were a
familiar sign of innocence and purity commonly associated with childhood. Sometimes lambs
were paired with children, an expression of nineteenth-century perceptions of the child as close
to nature. The role of the child in Victorian society was carried into the cemetery. Sculptured
portrayals of small children reflected the separateness of children and adults by establishing clear
visual correlations between the child and the home. The most common is that of the sleeping
child. The asexual depiction and lack of clothing reflect the absence of moral blemishes that
further reinforced their disassociation from adults.26
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The children’s section of the Centro Asturiano Cemetery features gravestones with lambs (see
upper left).

Although very little is known about Genaro Huerta, who died in 1934, his gravesite stands out
because it is decorated with shells. Despite its uniqueness in the Centro Asturiano Cemetery, the
use of shells was common elsewhere in the coastal South. The most frequently used shells were
conch, freshwater mollusks, and saltwater bi-halves. The shells on this grave are whelks. The
variety of arrangements found elsewhere includes placing shells along the axis of the grave
mound from head to foot, surrounding the grave, and completely covering the grave mound. The
tradition was also common in early African-American gravesites along the south Atlantic coast.
According to Kongo religious thought, shells from the sea are emblems of the cosmos and
symbolize the spiraling cycle of life and death.27 Although Genaro Huerta was not a salient
member of the Centro Asturiano, his shell grave now warrants him belated attention.
Juan Lopez (1890-1911) was a member of an “Estudiantina,” a group of student
singer/musicians who played at the Centro Asturiano clubhouse. These house musicians, called
“La Estudiantina España de El Centro Asturiano,” specialized in playing a variety of stringed
musical instruments (violin, guitar, mandolin). The ensemble often played at club-sponsored
picnics, which drew multi-ethnic crowds, numbering as many as 6,000 people.28
Lopez, who had emigrated from Spain, was a victim of cholera and died at the young age of
twenty. The epitaph on the gravestone translates “Inconsolable parents and brothers dedicate this
sad memorial to his memory.”
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The grave of Genaro Huerta is decorated
with shells.

The gravestone of Juan Lopez reflects his
love of music.

Clearly an unusual gravestone, the monument of Juan Cifuentes (1866-1912) was provided by
the Woodmen of the World, a fraternal insurance organization. Several of these sculpted marble
log monuments can be observed scattered throughout the cemetery. Woodmen of the World Life
Assurance Society, as it was called, had numerous “camps” scattered across the South. Part of
the membership creed supported the concept of a right to the dignity of a marked grave.
Policyholders could arrange to have a Woodmen of a World monument erected on their grave for
a modest rider on their insurance policy. Woodmen of the World was the most significant
organization in the South dedicated to monument unveilings, a ritual associated with fraternal orders. Monuments were unveiled in formal ceremonies conducted by the local camp. These cults
of piety were usually accompanied by a parade of camp members and a eulogy for the deceased
member.29
Like many surviving remnants of immigrant communities, the Centro Asturiano Cemetery
stands as a disintegrating reminder of the proud traditions that once thrived in Tampa.
The author gratefully acknowledges the assistance of Robert Brinkmann, Sandra Dunlop, Vera
Garcia, Frank Gonzalez, and Jose Sanchez.
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The gravemarker of Juan Cifuentes, a
member of the Woodmen of the World.
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